CHAPTER 17
Diodorus on the Chaldeans

Alexander Jones and John Steele

The passage on the Chaldeans (XaASatot) in Book 2 of the mid first century BCE
historian Diodorus’s Historical Library (Bibliotheca Historica), though it is the
most extensive and detailed account in the extant Greco-Roman literature of
the Babylonian scholarly milieu in which astronomy and astrology flourished
during the second half of the first millennium BCE, tends to receive less at-
tention than comparable passages in Strabo’s Geography 16.1.6 and Pliny the
Elder’s Natural History 6.121-123. The present article has the modest but, we
hope, useful goal of appraising Diodorus’s information in the light of our more
direct knowledge of the Babylonian astral sciences and their practitioners.

Of the original forty books (BifAia) of the Historical Library—fewer than
half of which survive—Books 1 through 6 ostensibly covered history up to the
Trojan War, with 1—3 devoted to the major “barbarian” peoples, and 4-6 to the
Greeks. Following Book 1, which, after preliminaries, is wholly about Egypt,
Diodorus turns in Book 2 to Asia, treated nation by nation: the Assyrians,
Chaldeans, Medes, Indians, Scythians, Amazons, Hyperboreans, Arabs, and
the inhabitants of an island in the remote southern Ocean as described by one
Iambulus. The order is partly determined by chronology but chiefly by geogra-
phy, proceeding from the nearer peoples to the more remote and in some cases
positively fanciful.!

What and how much Diodorus has to say about these peoples varies con-
siderably. The first twenty-eight of the sixty sections into which Book 2 is sub-
divided in modern editions present a narrative history of Assyria, the great
part of which concerns its first king, Ninus, and his queen Semiramis, followed
by a brief account of their son Ninyas and a precipitate rush through thirty
generations to the reign of Sardanapalus, the last king of Assyria. The com-
paratively brief passage (2.32—34) on the Medes is also narrative, and there are
a few narrative passages elsewhere. On the other hand, the predominant mode
in Book 2 for peoples other than the Assyrians and Medes is ethnographic and
descriptive geography, in relation to which the nominal chronological limit of
the Trojan War is generally disregarded. But even the narrative history does
not respect this bound (which Diodorus sets at 779 years before the end of the

1 Iambulus’s work may in fact have been a novel that Diodorus mistook for an authentic narra-
tive of travel.
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Peloponnesian War, i.e., 1184 BCE), since the rather distorted account of the
fall of the Assyrian Empire to the Medes refers to events of the late seventh
century BCE. In other words, Diodorus readily conflates non-Hellenic with
pre-Hellenic.

Diodorus is generally regarded, with reason, as a largely derivative historian
who depended, for long stretches of his work, on a few principal authors—
sometimes acknowledged, sometimes not—supplemented by occasional ma-
terial from other sources and intermittent personal interventions, especially in
the non-narrative parts.? His Assyrian and Median narratives were evidently
based in great part on the Persika of Ctesias (ca. 400 BCE), who is cited by name
eleven times. Though lodged between the Assyrians and the Medes, however,
Diodorus’s account of the Chaldeans (2.29—31), which is wholly ethnographic,
probably owes little or nothing to Ctesias, and may in fact be a personal and
eclectic amalgam assembled by Diodorus from multiple sources.® The transi-
tional passages at its beginning and, especially, at its end make its character as
a digression from the continuity of the Assyrian-Median historical narrative
obvious.

A peculiarity of the Chaldean passage, in comparison with other ethno-
graphic passages in Book 2, is that it is not about a people in the broad sense
but about a specific scholarly community in Babylon; otherwise Babylonia re-
ceives no separate treatment in the Historical Library, but is subsumed into the
Assyrian narrative and into narrative passages in the later books. Diodorus per-
haps intended the passage to provide background to anecdotes elsewhere in
his work in which Chaldeans were prominent. These include the prophecy of
the Chaldeans to Alexander the Great that he would die if he entered Babylon
(17.112), and their foretelling to Antigonus that Seleucus would become ruler of
Asia and that Antigonus would die in battle against him (19.55, repeated 21.1);
both these incidents are in fact glancingly alluded to in 2.31. But already in 2.24
Diodorus had introduced Belesys, general of the Babylonians and confidant
of Arbaces, the general of the Medes, as “the most noteworthy of the priests
whom the Babylonians call Chaldeans,” an expert in astral science (&atpoAoyla)
and divination (pavtud)), and this might have been the immediate provocation
for introducing a digression on the Chaldeans just a few paragraphs later.

2 Forasustained plea for seeing Diodorus’s work as reflecting some degree of authorial control
beyond mechanical digesting of sources, see Sacks 1990.

3 In this we agree with Boncquet 1987: 170-173, who also provides a useful review of previous
(and generally inconclusive) speculations about Diodorus’s source or sources for the Chal-
dean passage. However, we are inclined to be more sceptical than Boncquet of the hypothesis
that the imprint of the Stoic Posidonius can be detected in Diodorus.
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Curiously, in Book 2 he makes no reference to the fact that in his treatment
of Egypt he has twice (1.28 and 1.81) written that the Egyptians claimed to have
taught the Chaldeans their astral wisdom; nor do those passages give any hint
that a fuller description of the Chaldeans is to come. Nevertheless Diodorus’s
presentation of the Chaldeans in 2.29-31 appears to combine genuine infor-
mation about Babylonian scholars and scholarship with less reliable or posi-
tively false information that seems to reflect a source that ascribed aspects of
Egyptian or Greco-Egyptian astral science to the Babylonians.

For the text of 2.29—31 we have consulted the critical editions of Vogel (1888)
and Eck (2003), omitting apparatus criticus but alerting the reader to the rela-
tively few major textual uncertainties in our notes. We have tended to present
a comparatively conservative text, retaining some problematic and controver-
sial readings from the manuscript tradition and reserving discussion of pos-
sible corrections for the notes. The notes are keyed to the text and translation

by chapter and section number.

Text and Translation
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(29) It appears to us not unfitting to
discourse briefly about the people in
Babylon called Chaldeans and their
antiquity, so that we leave out none of
the things worthy of mention. 2Well
then, the Chaldeans, being among
the most ancient Babylonians, have
a rank in the subdivision of the state
comparable to the priests in Egypt;
for having been assigned to the cul-
tivation of the gods, they practice
philosophy for all the time of their
life, having a very great repute in as-
tral science (astrologia). They also
adhere to a great extent to divina-
tion (mantike), making forecasts
about the things that are going to
happen, and they undertake to sup-
ply turnings-away (apotropai) of
evil things and fulfilments of good
things, some (of the evils and goods)
by purifications, some by sacrifices,
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some by various other incantations
(epodai). 3They have experience in
divination by birds, and pronounce
interpretations of dreams and mon-
strosities. And they also perform
matters of extispicy in a manner not
lacking in wisdom, considering it to
be supremely successful. The educa-
tion (mathesis) that they carry out
for all these things is not like those of
the Greeks who practice such things.

4For among the Chaldeans the phi-
losophy of these things is transmitted
by descent (ek genous), and son suc-
ceeds father, having been freed from
all other duties (leitourgiai). Hence
having teachers who are also parents,
at the same time they learn all things
ungrudgingly, and they obey the in-
structions, because they trust more
confidently. And moreover being
nourished in mathematics/learnings
(mathemata) straightway from child-
hood, they profess a great compe-
tence because of the ease of learning
belonging to that age, and because of
the quantity of time spent in diligent
employment. >Among the Greeks, on
the other hand, many is the unpre-
pared person who takes up philoso-
phy late in the day, and after working
diligently up to a point, he gives up,
being tugged away by the needs of
life. A few, however, stripping them-
selves entirely for philosophy for the
sake of gain, remain in the learned
pursuit (mathema), always coming
up with newfangled ideas about the
most important teachings and not
following their predecessors.
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6For that very reason the barbarians,
because they always stick to the same
things, take hold of all things secure-
ly, whereas the Greeks, because they
make a random shot for the reward
of lucre, found novel sects; and by
holding contrary opinions to one
another about the most important
objects of contemplation (theorema-
ta), they cause the students to doubt
(dichonoein) and (cause) their souls
to wander, seesawing (en aiora ge-
nomenas) their whole lives, and able
to trust nothing whatsoever securely.
At any rate, if one were to make an
accurate scrutiny of the most con-
spicuous sects of the philosophers,
one would find them differing ever
so much from each other and en-
tertaining opposite positions on the
most important opinions.

(30) 'The Chaldeans say that the
nature of the cosmos is eternal and
neither had a coming-to-be from
the beginning nor is going to obtain
a passing-away later; that the ar-
rangement and order of everything
took place through a certain divine
providence, and that now each of
the things happening in the heavens
is brought about not at random or
spontaneously but by some defined
and securely ratified (kekyromene)
judgment of the gods. 2Having made
observations of the stars over many
years, and found out the motions
and powers of each of them most ac-
curately of all people, they foretell to
people many of the things that are
going to happen. 3They say that the
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greatest contemplation (theoria) and
power pertains to the five stars called
“wanderers” (planetes), which they
collectively name “interpreters”; par-
ticularly, the one named Kronos by
the Greeks, which is most conspicu-
ous (epifanestaton) and signifying
(prosemainon) the most and greatest
things, they call “of the Sun,” while
they name the other four in the same
way as the astronomers (astrologoi)
among us, (as the stars) “of Ares,” “of
Aphrodite,” “of Hermes,” “of Zeus.”

4They call them interpreters, be-
cause, whereas the other stars are
nonwandering and having a single
revolution with an orderly (tetag-
mene) journey, these alone, making
a journey each of its own, indicate
the things that are going to happen,
interpreting for people the inten-
tion of the gods. They say that they
signify, to those who have chosen to
pay accurate attention, some things
by their rising, some by their setting,
and some by their color. 5For (they
say that) they sometimes show the
magnitudes of the winds, sometimes
the excesses of rainstorms or heat
waves, and sometimes the risings
of comets, and also eclipses of Sun
and Moon, and earthquakes, and in
a word all the circumstances arising
from the environment, being benefi-
cial and harmful not only to peoples
and places but also to kings and ran-
dom individuals. 6They say that be-
low the motion of these are placed
thirty stars, which they designate as
council gods; (they say that) half of
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these oversee the places above the
Earth, and half (oversee the places)
below the Earth, watching over both
people and the things occurring in
the heavens; (they say that) at inter-
vals of ten days, one of the stars of
those above is sent to the ones below
like a messenger, and again similarly
one of those below the Earth to the
ones above, and (that) they have this
motion defined and ratified for an
eternal period.

“They say that there are lords of
these gods, twelve in number, to each
of which they allot one month and
one of the twelve so-called zodiacal
signs (zodia). They say that the Sun
and the Moon and the five wander-
ing stars make their journey through
these, with the Sun completing its
own circle in a year, and the Moon
making the complete traversal of its
own circuit (periodos) in a month.

(31) YThey say that) each of the
planets has its own course and is sub-
ject to variations and complexities
in its speeds and its division of the
time intervals. (They say that) these
stars contribute numerous goods
and evils for the nativities of people;
(and they say that) by means of the
nature and sight of them, above all,
they (scil. the Chaldeans) know the
things that happen to people. 2They
say that they have made forecasts
to not a few kings, and in particu-
lar to Darius when he was about to
make war against Alexander, and
to Antigonus and Seleucus Nicator
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who reigned after these things, and
they appeared to have hit the mark
in all their utterances; we will write
the particulars about these things on
more appropriate occasions. 3They
foretell also to private persons the
things that are going to happen,
in such a well-aimed manner that
those who have experienced it are
astonished at the event and believe
that it is superhuman.

*After the zodiacal circle, they mark
off twenty-four stars, half of which,
they say, are situated in the northern
regions, half in the southern, and
they count those of them that are
seen as belonging to the living, but
they consider the invisible ones to
be determined for the dead, and they
call these judges of all. 5They say that
the moon travels below all the afore-
said, being closest to the Earth be-
cause of its weight, and making the
complete traversal of its own course
in the least time, not because of the
swiftness of its motion but because
of the brevity of the circle. 6They say
similar things to the Greeks to the ef-
fect that its light is not its own, and
that it makes eclipses through the
shadowing of the earth. They adduce
very weak demonstrations concern-
ing the eclipse with respect to the
Sun and do not dare to forecast or
determine the times for this (eclipse)
accurately. “They make very peculiar
pronouncements about the Earth,
saying that it is bowl-shaped and
concave, and they abound in many
plausible demonstrations about this
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and about the other matters with
respect to the cosmos; but we con-
sider it to be outside the scope of the
present history to go into each detail
about these things. 8But one would
be assured of this, that the Chal-
deans have the greatest competence
in astronomy/astrology of all people,
and that they took the greatest care
of this science.

9Concerning the number of years
in which, they say, the college (sys-
tema) of the Chaldeans has made
the science of matters concerning
the cosmos, one would not easily be-
lieve; for they count 473,000 years to
the crossing over of Alexander, from
when they began of old the observa-
tions of the stars. 1°Let us be satis-
fied with what has been said about
the Chaldeans, so that we should not
any longer digress from the proper
history; having previously spoken
about the kingdom of the Assyrians
and how it was destroyed by the
Medes, we will proceed next from
the place where we digressed.

29.2 rank ... comparable to the priests in Egypt. In 1.73 Diodorus writes that the

priests in Egypt hold one of the three parts of Egypt, are exempt from taxes,

and come second only to the king in reputation and resources.

29.2 philosophy. Similarly Strabo,16.1.6, speaks of the Chaldeans as philosophers.

29.2. astral science. The word astrologia had essentially the same scope as as-
tronomia, originally covering pursuits that we would characterize as astrono-
my, but also applicable to astrology from the time of astrology’s diffusion in the
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Greco-Roman world in the late Hellenistic period.# For Diodorus, it definitely
signifies astronomy in some passages, for example 12.36 a propos of Meton of
Athens, and this is likely to be true in general. In the present context astrology
seems to be subsumed into divination.

29.2—3. divination. The practice of divination from a wide variety of natural
and invoked phenomena is well attested in Babylonia. The most frequent form
of divination was through the interpretation of observed events by consulting
collections of conditional omen statements. Many texts contain collections of
particular types of omens. These texts were usually arranged into multi-tablet
series devoted to a particular type of divination. For example, the series Eniima
Anu Enlil contains celestial omens (i.e. omens from the appearance and be-
havior of the moon, sun, stars, planets and certain metrological phenomena),
Summea alu contains terrestrial omens (i.e. omens from daily life in a city and
the behavior of animals), Summa izbu contains omens from monstrous births,
and the series bariitu contains omens from the liver of a sheep (i.e. extispicy).
All of the divinatory practices mentioned by Diodorus—by the behaviours
of birds, by the interpretation of dreams, by the birth of malformed animals,
and by extispicy—are known to be Babylonian practices. For the Babylo-
nians, divination was a process by which the gods sent messages to mankind.
If these messages were unfavorable, for example predicting the death of the
king, the failure of crops, defeat in a battle, or general hardship in the lands,
rituals known as namburbii—literally “(ritual for) undoing of it">— could be
performed to make the ill-effect pass by. These rituals customarily involved the
purification of the affected individual, ritual actions such as the presentation
of food or other offerings to the gods, destruction of the portentous object (if
appropriate), the performance of incantations, and, occasionally, sacrifice.
29.3—4. education. This passage is a fairly accurate reflection of the training of
the scribes who wrote scholarly texts in Babylonia during the last few centuries
BCE (and possibly earlier). From Hellenistic Babylon we have a document from
the Esagila temple which states that the son of a scholar has shown himself
capable of making astronomical observations and carrying out the other du-
ties of an astronomer, and will therefore take over the role held at an earlier
time by his father.” From Uruk we have considerable evidence from colophons
on astronomical and other scholarly tablets that there was a small network of

Hiibner 1990.
Caplice 1974: 8.
Caplice 1974: 9—13.
Rochberg 2000.
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scribal families in which sons followed fathers into the scholarly professions.
The sons were trained both within their family and in other families in some-
thing like a reciprocal arrangement for apprentices.®

29.5—6. Among the Greeks. Diodorus’s disparagement of Greek philosophical
education as inferior to that of the Chaldeans and other non-Greeks (“barbar-
ians”) is hard to parallel, though it accords with other passages (9.9, 10.7) in
which he is severely critical of philosophers as hypocritical and lazy.®

29.5. many is the unprepared person ... late in the day. A variant manuscript
reading would translate as “the man who approaches many (teachers? or sub-
jects?) without preparation takes up philosophy late in the day.”

29.6. they cause the students to doubt. One may compare Galen, De libris pro-
priis 39—41, describing the intellectual crisis he experienced after studying un-
der a succession of philosophers of various sects and contradictory teachings,
a crisis that he resolved by turning to mathematics as a model of reasoning.
29.6. seesawing. aiwpa (literally, a swing or a swinging motion) is Henri
Etienne’s persuasive emendation (1559) of text garbled throughout the manu-
script tradition.

30.1. the nature of the cosmos is eternal. Diodorus’s remark that the cosmos is
“eternal” and that its “arrangement and order of everything happened through
a certain divine providence” seem to reflect the story of the creation of the uni-
verse found in the Babylonian creation epic Entima Elis, in which the Earth and
the celestial realms were created by Marduk from the body of Tiamat. Marduk
creates the stars, the Moon and the Sun to regulate the months and the years.
In doing so, Marduk gives the celestial bodies and order and regularity:

He fashioned heavenly stations for the great gods, and set up constella-
tions, the patterns of the stars. He appointed the year, marked off divi-
sions, and set up three stars each for the twelve months. After he had
organized the year, he established the heavenly station of Néberu to fix
the stars’ intervals. That none should transgress or be slothful he fixed
the heavenly stations of Enlil and Ea with it. Gates he opened on both
sides, and put strong bolts at the left and the right. He placed the heights
(of heaven) in her (Tiamat's) belly, he created Nannar, entrusting to him
the night. He appointed his as the jewel of the night to fix the dates, and
month by month without ceasing he elevated him with a crown.1°

8 Ossendrijver 20na, 2011b; forthcoming.
9 Sacks 1990: 189.
10  Enama Eli$ V114, translated by Lambert 2013: 99.
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30.1 is going to obtain (¢mdé&eobat). An alternate manuscript reading would
translate as “has obtained” (¢md¢Eacbat). Eck (2003: 156) defends this reading,
on the grounds that the notion of a cosmos continuing its existence into the
future without limit is an Aristotelian one unparalleled in Mesopotamia; with
the past tense, the statement would be taken as a denial that a great deluge had
occurred in the past.

30.2. Having made observations. Diodorus now turns to the Chaldeans’ reputa-
tion for celestial divination. Collections of omens which can be used to in-
terpret observed celestial phenomena are preserved from as early as the Old
Babylonian period (first half of the second millennium BCE).!! The standard-
ized terminology for astronomical phenomena found in these texts implies a
pre-existing tradition of basic astronomical observation. By the mid-first mil-
lennium BCE, this tradition had developed into a practice of regular observa-
tion and the systematic recording of those observations in texts known today
as Astronomical Diaries.!? Diodorus refers to observations of the “stars” made
“over many years.” Later, at 31.9, Diodorus says that observations began 473,000
years before Alexander the Great’s crossing the Hellespont (334 BCE)—see the
discussion below.

The reference to the “stars” is probably intended to be taken as a broad term
indicating astronomical phenomena generally, and involving the sun, moon,
and planets as well as the fixed stars; the Greek word aster is generally appli-
cable to fixed stars, planets, the sun and moon, as well as constellations. The
Akkadian word kakkabu too has the general sense of an astronomical body
and can refer to a star, a constellation, a planet, or even a comet. Diodorus
says that from these observations the Chaldeans were able to deduce the “mo-
tions” (kineseis) of the stars, by which he probably means simply astronomical
phenomena, and their “powers,” which presumably means the astrological in-
fluences. This latter notion suggests influence from Greek philosophy in Dio-
dorus’s presentation, since in Babylonia celestial phenomena are understood
as signs from the gods rather than having direct influence on human affairs.
30.3. the five stars called “wanderers.” Diodorus continues by saying that the
Chaldeans paid particular attention to the five planets, which he says that they
named the “interpreters.” This name bears no relation to the Akkadian term for
the planets as a group, bibbu, literally meaning “wild sheep.” Diodorus lists the
planets by their Greek theophoric name in the following order: Saturn, Mars,
Venus, Mercury and Jupiter. This planetary order is not the standard Babylo-
nian order of the planets which is commonly found in cuneiform texts of the

11 Rochberg 2006.
12 Sachs and Hunger 1988, 1989, 1996.
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late first millennium BCE (Jupiter, Venus, Mercury, Saturn, Mars), nor does it
have an obvious Greek origin.

30.3. Kronos. Diodorus picks out Saturn (the “star of Kronos”) for special atten-
tion, saying that it is most “conspicuous” and “signifying the most and greatest
things,” and that the Chaldeans called it “of the Sun.” It is not clear why Saturn
should be the most “conspicuous” of the planets since it is neither the brightest
nor the slowest moving. Furthermore, there is no indication within Babylonian
astrology that Saturn is more significant than other planets. The relationship
between Saturn and the Sun is found in cuneiform texts, however. For exam-
ple, in MUL.APIN, Saturn is at one place referred to as “Saturn, also called the
Scales (or) star of the Sun.’3 The association of planets with other heavenly
bodies is a common feature of Babylonian omen texts.1

30.3. they name the other four in the same way as the astronomers among us.
This is a curious statement if meant literally, since of course the Babylonians
neither spoke Greek nor would have associated the planets with Greek
divinities. Perhaps Diodorus merely means that they identified the planets
by divinities who were considered to be equivalent, or at least to have cor-
respondence, to the divinities of the conventional Greek theophoric names
“star of Hermes” (Mercury), “star of Aphrodite” (Venus), “star of Ares” (Mars),
and “star of Zeus” (Jupiter). Various names for the planets were used in schol-
arly cuneiform texts. In the late period, the most commonly used names were
descriptive, such as MUL.BABBAR “white star” (Jupiter) and GU,.uD “jump-
ing” (Mercury), but theophoric names such as Inana/Itar (Venus) and Ninurta
(Mercury), some of which could be used for more than one planet, are also at-
tested, especially in astrological and non-astronomical scholarly texts.!® Planet
names could be written with either the star determinative MUL or the divine
determinative DINGIR. Collectively, the planets were normally known as the
“wild sheep,” but they could on occasion be referred to as, for example, the “six
gods” (referring to the five planets plus the sun) in MUL.APIN 111 7.

30.4. intention (&vwoiav). This is Dindorf’s (1828) emendation of elvotav (“good
will”); the transmitted reading seems inappropriate—though defended by Eck
(2003)—since many omen texts indicated malevolent intentions on the part
of the gods.

13 MUL.APIN 11 i 64 (Hunger and Pingree 1989: 86). For other references to Saturn as the
Sun, see van der Sluijs and James 2013 and Brown 2000: 57.

14 See, for example, Brown 2000: 53—81 and Reiner 2004.

15  Brown 2000: 54-81; Rochberg 2011
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30.4. They say that they signify. Diodorus asserts that the “rising,” presumably
the first appearance, “setting,” presumably last appearance, and color of the
planets predict a variety of natural phenomena on Earth including the strength
of winds, rain, heat waves, and earthquakes, as well as celestial phenomena
including comets and eclipses of the sun and moon, which affect countries,
kings and everyday people. Traditional Babylonian celestial divination of the
kind epitomized by the omen series Enuma Anu Enlil indeed pays attention to
the dates, location, and appearance of a planet at its first and last appearance,
as well as its apparent color. However, there are also many omens which are
concerned with other phenomena of the planets, most notably their position
among the constellations. A notable feature of Babylonian celestial divination
which is correctly referred to by Diodorus is the prediction of a celestial phe-
nomenon as the apodosis of another celestial omen, with the implicit under-
standing that this predicted phenomenon can then be interpreted as an omen
in its own right. In particular, a number of references to eclipses in omen apo-
dosis are found in Enima Anu Enlil. Weather and other natural phenomena
are also commonly predicted in celestial omens as well as in Late Babylonian
astrological texts such as TCL v1 19 and 20.1 It is interesting, however, that Dio-
dorus does not mention the prediction of human affairs directly. References to
good and bad harvests, wars, the death of the king, rising and falling values in
the market, etc., are very common in both Entima Anu Enlil and late astrologi-
cal texts. It is also interesting that Diodorus does not mention nativities here,
reserving mention of them for the next section.

30.6—7. Following the discussion of general celestial divination, Diodorus turns
to the constellations and the zodiac. This topic is resumed, after a digression
on personal astrology, in 31.4.

30.6. He begins by saying that “below” (076, following the transmitted text) the
motion of the planets are placed thirty stars. The notion of heavenly bodies
being above (i.e., farther away) or below (i.e., closer) each other is not known
from Babylonian texts; the particular case here, of the constellations being be-
low the planets, is very strange even in a Greek cosmological context, and most
editors therefore accept Letronne’s 1839 emendation, dmép (“above”).1” Another
conceivable interpretation would take iypo in the sense “subordinate to,” but
this too would not correspond to any known Babylonian or Greek doctrine.
30.6. thirty stars. The reference is puzzling and has led to considerable discus-
sion among modern scholars, both for the number and for the original identity

16 Hunger 1976.
17 Letronne 1839: 584, reprinted 1883: 499.
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of these “stars.”’8 Most scholars have assumed that the number thirty is an error
for thirty-six. This was first suggested by the biblical scholar Wilhelm Gesenius,
adducing as a reference to the same entity the later passage 31.4 that speaks of
twenty-four “stars” in addition to the twelve zodiacal constellations; Gesenius
supposed that Diodorus was speaking of the Egyptian decans, erroneously
ascribing them to the Chaldeans.!® Most subsequent editors have adopted
Gesenius’s correction. However, starting with Weidner, recent scholars have
tended to identify in the passage a reference to the so-called “Three Stars Each”
texts (often misleadingly referred to as “Astrolabes” in modern scholarship).2°
In reality, taking 30.6—7 + 31.4 all together, Diodorus is scrambling together
three distinct systems: the Egyptian decans, the Babylonian Three Stars Each,
and the zodiac which was both Babylonian and, by adoption, Egyptian and
Greco-Egyptian.

Section 30.6, considered in isolation, makes sense understood as a descrip-
tion of the Egyptian decans in their original function (traceable back to the
First Intermediate Period, late third millennium BCE) as a belt of thirty-six
constellations whose successive risings subdivided the night into hours.2!
Although the intervals between first appearances of actual constellations can
hardly have been so strictly regular, Egyptian “star-clock” schemes assigned
one decan to each ten-day interval in the twelve 30-day months of the Egyptian
calendar year. Diodorus’s mention of these ten-day intervals is not only a com-
pelling reason for identifying the stars in question as the decans, but also for
emending the “thirty” to “thirty-six.” The decans were regarded as divine beings
having deep associations with the netherworld and with funerary rituals and
beliefs.22 The comment that “they have this motion defined and ratified for
an eternal period” is in agreement with the statement in the Babylonian cre-
ation epic Enima Elis (quoted above) that Marduk set up three stars for each
month, and this could be seen as a direct reference to the Three Stars Each
texts, but the expression is not sufficiently distinctive to rule out the possibility

18  See, for example, Weidner 1915; van der Waerden 1949; Lambert 1987; Oelsner and Horow-
itz 1997—98.

19 Gesenius 1821: 333—334-

20  Weidner1915: 63. A notable exception is Oelsner & Horowitz (1997—98), who assume that
thirty stars is correct and refers to texts which contain lists of ten stars for each of the
three celestial paths of Ea, Anu and Enlil. However, internal evidence from Diodorus’ text
discussed in what follows argues in favor of correcting the text to thirty-six.

21 Kakosy 1982: 163. Further insights into the decans in later Egyptian and Greco-Egyptian
astrology can be expected from J.F. Quack’s forthcoming monograph on the topic.

22 Kakosy1982:182-184.
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that this too is a reflection of Egyptian beliefs about the decans and their cyclic
appearances.

In 30.7, twelve superior divinities associated with the months and with the
signs of the zodiac are specified as lords of the foregoing thirty-<six> stars.
This too is entirely intelligible in terms of Egyptian astrology, now of the late
period from the third century BCE onward, closely following the importation
into Egypt of the Babylonian zodiac.2? Without being deprived of their divine
status or their nominal role as “hour-watchers,” the decans were mapped on
the zodiac, three decans to a sign, so that each decan became equated with one
of the three 10° segments of a zodiacal sign.

Section 31.4 marks itself as a continuation of 30.7 through the shared refer-
ence to the zodiac. However, considered on its own, it appears quite clearly
now to be describing the schemes of the Three Stars Each texts. These texts as-
sign three stars, one from each of the “paths” of Ea (northern sky), Anu (middle
sky), and Enlil (southern sky), to each month of the schematic 360-day year.
This makes a total of thirty-six, not constituting a continuous belt of succes-
sively rising stars like the decans, but rather twelve sets of three stars loosely
aligned in the north-south direction. Diodorus’s account is confused, however,
in two crucial respects. Firstly, the stars of Anu were never equated with the
signs of the zodiac; all that they have in common is being twelve in number.
Secondly, the statements that they are “judges” and that those that are visible
(i.e. above the horizon) belong to the living while those that are invisible (be-
low the horizon) belong to the dead is apparently a resumption of the func-
tions of the decans. The expression is sufficiently distinct from that of 30.6 so
that it is not certain whether Diodorus means the thirty-<six> stars of 30.6 to
be the same as the twelve-plus-twenty-four stars of 31.4.

30.6 eternal period (meptédw ... alwviw). Another possible translation is “a period
of an aeon,” that is, a vast but not infinite interval of cyclic regeneration.

30.7. there are lords of these gods, twelve in number. The notion of zodiacal con-
stellations through which the Sun, Moon and planets pass is attested already
in the early Babylonian astronomical compendium MUL.APIN (1 iv 3111 i 8)
and by the end of the fifth century BCE it had developed into the concept of
the division of the path of the Moon (and other heavenly bodies) into twelve
signs of the zodiac of equal length.2+

31.1. each of the planets has its own course. In his discussion of the Sun, Moon
and planets, Diodorus notes that each of the planets is “subject to variations

23 Greenbaum & Ross 2010: 156-158.
24  Steele 2007.
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and complexities in its speeds and its division of the time intervals.” Subdivi-
sions of the synodic arcs of the planets are already presented in MUL.APIN (11
i 44-67), but it is only in the mathematical astronomy of the Achaemenid and
Seleucid periods that we find a discussion the variation in length and duration
of the synodic phases and the speeds of the planets.

31.1. the nativities of people. Diodorus turns now to the use of the zodiac in the
prediction of the lives of individuals from their birth dates. Horoscopic astrol-
ogy appeared in Babylonia towards the end of the fifth century BCE, more or
less contemporaneously with the Babylonian development of the concept of
the zodiac. The practice of horoscopic astrology is attested both by preserved
horoscopes which contain astronomical data (principally the positions of the
sun, moon and planets at the moment of birth),?% and by texts which contain
omens for the life or an individual or astrological associations which could be
used for interpreting horoscopes.26 Diodorus does not go into detail but re-
fers to the stories he gives elsewhere concerning Alexander (17.112) and Anti-
gonus and Seleucus Nicator (19.55)—though the prophecies of the Chaldeans
in those stories are actually more in keeping with the practice of astral omen
interpretation referring to kings and kingdoms, best known to us from the late
Neo-Assyrian period, than with the later personal astrology.

31.5. the moon travels. Diodorus next outlines a cosmological system in which
the Moon is closest to the Earth “on account of its weight,” that it shines by light
“notits own” (i.e, reflected sunlight), and that it causes solar eclipses by casting
a shadow on the Earth’s surface. There is no evidence that this is a Babylonian
cosmological system. Similarly, a couple of lines later, Diodorus says that the
Earth is bowl-shaped, which is again not a Babylonian cosmological concept.
31.8-9. the Chaldeans have the greatest competence in astronomy/astrology of
all people. Diodorus’s suming up accounts for the Chaldeans supreme com-
petence in astral science on the grounds that they have been observing the
stars for 473,000 years. This number may have its origin in one of the various
tradition of king lists that are known from Babylonia. For example, one version
of the Sumerian king list (Ash. wB 62) allots a period of 456,000 years to the
six kings who ruled before the deluge, although other versions give periods
roughly half this long.2? Berossos assigns a period of 432,000 years to the same
antediluvian kings. As for the antiquity of Babylonian astronomical observa-
tions, though classical sources transmit a variety of (to us) absurdly large time
intervals, it is curious that several cluster near Diodorus’s figure: 490,000 years

25  Rochberg1998.
26  For example, TCL VI 14 and LBAT Nos. 1588-1593.
27  See most recently Friberg 2007: 240.
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according to Berossos and Critodemus (as reported by Pliny the Elder, Natural
History 7.193), 480,000 according to Julius Africanus (as reported by Syncellus,
ed. Dindorf p. 31), and 470,000 according to Posidonius (as reported by Cicero,
De divinatione 1.36 and 2.97).
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